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Creating the 
“Think Time” You 
Need to Succeed
By Max Messmer
The ability to think is perhaps the most distinctive trait 
of the human race. Our capacity to reason and take 
control of our own destiny through careful advance 
planning is what most sets us apart from other life forms.
But even though we possess this unique talent, most 
people would admit that they don’t have nearly the 
strategic time they need to think about how to achieve 
maximum success.
AS an accounting professional, you most likely are 
increasingly asked to produce more with fewer resources. 
If you are in public accounting, you may be asked to 
deliver the same results in fewer hours in order to help 
your firm remain price competitive.
If you are in corporate accounting, you probably have 
seen your own department shrink, or at best, remain the 
same size, while the demands for performance and 
results continue to increase.
So how do you and your people manage to find time to 
sit back, clear your mind of scores of immediate tactical 
problems, and engage in quality thinking time?
While it’s essential to carve out time that’s removed 
from distractions in order to do your best thinking, there 
are other components involved that will determine how 
well you put that time to use. Here are some elements you 
might want to consider.
Accumulate Topics in Advance
For most people, the greatest germs of brilliance come 
at the most inconvenient times for thinking them through. 
They tend to come as you are sitting in the middle of a 
meeting which is centered on an entirely different topic, 
or while taking a shower on a morning when you are 
running behind in getting to the office or as you are 
sitting at a restaurant waiting for friends to arrive for an 
evening of non-business.
You always make a mental note to “save that thought,” 
but by the time you are back at your desk, it has long 
since been buried by a multitude of other details.
Keep a small note pad or tape recorder with you at all 
times and get in the habit of recording thoughts immedi­
ately. Jotting down ideas as they develop is a technique 
that the greatest writers and inventors have practiced for 
centuries.
Unless your thoughts pertain to an action that 
must be made within a day or two, continue to collect 
them for at least a week, before setting aside some quiet 
time to review and develop them. The brain is a marvel­
ous computer that continues to process problems in the 
background while you are busy doing other things. When 
you do sit down to study your collection of thoughts, you 
will find that, together, they create patterns that already 
form the foundation for new and creative solutions.
Decide When, Where and How You Want to 
“Think”
The key to effective thinking is to make sure you 
actually do it, rather than let it continually take a back seat 
to other pressing matters. A good thought session should 
be at least one hour in length, with the flexibility to spend 
more time if needed.
You should plan to have a thought session at least once 
a week, to step back and examine issues that go beyond 
daily activities. Make an appointment with yourself to do 
this. Mark it on your calendar, and do not let minor 
activities take precedence. Your daily notebook of ideas 
should provide a meaningful agenda.
Decide where and when you want to do your thinking. 
Designate a time of day when you are most creative and 
least pressured. Ideally, this session should not take place 
in your office, which is too connected to daily details.
If you have access to a conference room, that’s usually a 
good place to close the door and think. If you must use 
your own office, clear your desk of all daily work materi­
als, instruct someone to hold all calls, turn down the bell 
on your phone if you can, put a “do not disturb sign” on 
your door and close it tightly.
If you prefer to hold your “think sessions” at home, 
observe the same kind of guidelines that remove you 
from the flow of normal distractions.
Think About How Your People Think
In order to produce their most effective and creative 
work, your people need to develop the same kind of 
process for honoring “think time.” Once you have devel-
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oped your own discipline in this area, 
you will be able to both motivate 
them by example and guide them by 
experience in how to do this for 
themselves.
As you and your people integrate 
the power of productive “think time” 
into your individual work schedules, 
you will find an increase in the desire 
of the team to attend collective 
brainstorm sessions. This will open 
up a whole new dimension of creativ­
ity within your professional environ­
ment. It might even enable you to 
achieve the kind of results and 
productivity that were previously 
considered unattainable.
Max Messmer is chairman and CEO of 
Robert Half International Inc. Its Robert 
Half and Accountemps divisions specialize 
in permanent and temporary placement of 
accounting, bookkeeping, financial and 
information systems professionals. The 
company has 160 offices in the U.S., 
Canada, the U.K. and Europe.
WINONA STATE UNIVERSITY 
Vice President for Finance
Winona State University invites applications and 
nominations for the position of Vice President for Fi­
nance.
As a member of the Cabinet, the Vice President for 
Finance reports to and advises the President on all 
matters related to financial affairs as well as coordinates 
the planning and development of goals and objectives for
all functions assigned to financial affairs, and directs the preparation of all
University budgets.
The successful candidate must have an earned master’s degree in Busi­
ness Administration, Finance, or closely related field or the equivalent 
combination of education and experience is required (CPA or CMA pre­
ferred). Five years’ upper level management and administrative experience 
is required. Knowledge of higher education formula funding is desirable.
The salary is competitive.
Screening will begin on January 22, 1991; nominations and applications 
will be accepted until the position is filled.
Send letter of interest, and names of three to five references with ad­
dresses and telephone numbers to: Vice President for Finance Search, 
Affirmative Action Office, 212 Somsen Hall, Winona State University, 
Winona, MN 55987.




The University of Minnesota, 
Duluth invites applications for 
tenure-track positions (tenured at 
professor rank) at all levels. An 
earned doctorate in accounting, 
preferably from an AACEE 
accredited school, with CPA/CMA 
preferred; AED’s nearing 
completion will be considered. 
Interest area preferred is financial 
accounting. Demonstrated 
evidence of effective teaching and 
communication skills appropriate 
to a faculty position in accounting 
is required. Salary and benefits 
are competitive. Applications 
containing a curriculum vita and 
names and addresses of three 
references should be sent by 
January 31, 1991 to: Dr. Fawzi G. 
Dimian, Department of 
Accounting, University of 
Minnesota, Duluth, MN 55812. 
The University of Minnesota is an 
Equal Opportunity Educator and 
Employer and specifically invites 
and encourages applications from 
women and minorities.
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